Introduction
Engaging in a conversation is a complex cognitive act, in which a speaker must settle on a topic for discussion, generate a series of appropriate, relevant and hopefully interesting statements and monitor their speech as the discourse unfolds to ensure that they remain ontopic. Discourse that successfully navigates these challenges is said to be coherent: it consists of a series of well-connected statements all related to a shared topic, making it easy to comprehend 1, 2 . The ability to produce coherent speech tends to decline as people grow older. Older adults are more likely to produce tangential, off-topic utterances in conversation All propositional speech relies on the retrieval and use of semantic knowledge. This is true at the lexical level, since the selection of words for production is guided by their meaning.
But it is also true at the broader conceptual level, as the content of our speech is informed by our general semantic knowledge about the topic under discussion. For example, describing one's favourite season requires access to stored semantic knowledge about the typical characteristics of each time of year, the events associated with them and so on. Thus, the coherence of an individual's discourse is likely to be critically determined by (a) the quality of the semantic knowledge they have on the topic under discussion and (b) by their ability to retrieve and select the most appropriate information to talk about. It is important to note that these elements of semantic processing are served by distinct neural systems. Current theories hold that representations of semantic knowledge are centred on the anterior temporal cortices and that a separate "semantic control" system provides top-down regulation of the activation and selection of concepts from this store, based on current situational demands [16] [17] [18] [19] [20] [21] . These principal components of semantic cognition -the store of representations and the control system -can be independently impaired following brain damage 17, 18 .
Importantly for the present study, recent evidence suggests some aspects of semantic control are impaired in later life. Hoffman 22 recently tested the verbal semantic abilities of 100 young and older adults. In common with many previous studies, older people were found to have a broader vocabulary, indicating a richer repository of semantic knowledge [23] [24] [25] [26] [27] [28] . Unlike previous studies, we also probed semantic control abilities, using two experimental paradigms commonly used in cognitive neuroscience studies 29,30 . The first task probed the ability to engage in controlled search of the semantic knowledge store in order to detect weak associations between concepts. No age differences were found for this ability. The second tested the ability to select among competing semantic associations (hereafter termed semantic selection). The semantic selection task required participants to inhibit prepotent but irrelevant semantic information in favour of task-relevant aspects of knowledge. Older adults were less successful than young people, indicating age-related decline in this aspect of semantic control.
Evidence for age-related decline in controlled selection of semantic information is consistent with a meta-analysis of 47 functional neuroimaging studies indicating that older adults show reduced activity in the left prefrontal region most strongly linked with this ability 31 . The ability to select task-relevant semantic representations may be crucial in speech production because it may allow people to select the most relevant aspects of knowledge for use in speech and thus to avoid irrelevant shifts in topic.
Recent studies therefore suggest that ageing is associated with both positive and negative changes in the function of the semantic system. Here, we tested whether these changes could account for age-related declines in the coherence of speech. Young and older adults were asked to produce samples of speech in response to a series of prompts and the coherence of these samples was estimated using a novel computational approach. We hypothesised in particular that individuals with reduced semantic selection abilities would produce less coherent speech, since they would be less able to prevent irrelevant semantic information from influencing their responses. Importantly, we tested whether semantic abilities had unique effects on coherence, after accounting for the effects of domain-general executive function. We used the Trails test as a measure of domain-general executive function because it is a well-established task which draws on various aspects of executive control including task-switching and inhibition 32-34 and also because it has previously been linked to poor coherence in speech 3, 12 . Finally, we also investigated the production of speech under conditions of divided attention, by including a dual-task condition in which participants completed a secondary manual task while speaking. We included this condition because a previous study has shown that people produce less coherent speech when their attention is divided and that this effect interacts with age 11 .
Method
Participants: Thirty young adults, aged between 18 and 30 (mean = 19.3), were recruited from the undergraduate Psychology course at the University of Edinburgh and participated in the study in exchange for course credit. Thirty older adults, aged between 61 and 91 (mean = 76.0), were recruited from the Psychology department's volunteer panel. These participants were a subset of a group taking part in a larger study of semantic processing, some data from which have been reported elsewhere 22 . All participants reported to be in good health with no history of neurological or psychiatric illness. Demographic information for each group is shown in Supplementary Table 1 . Young and older adults did not differ significantly in years of education completed (t(58) = 0.93, p = 0.36).
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Assessments of cognitive and semantic ability: Participants completed the following tests of general cognitive function and executive ability: Mini-Mental State Examination, Trail-making task, verbal fluency (see Supplementary Information for details). As a measure of domaingeneral executive function, we computed the ratio of completion times for Trails part B to Trails part A. High ratios indicated disproportionately slow performance on part B, indicative of poor executive function. A ratio rather than a difference score was used as this measure minimises the influence of differences in general processing speed 33, 34 . Participants also completed two tasks probed breadth of semantic knowledge: lexical decision 35 and synonym matching adapted Mill Hill vocabulary scale; 36 (for examples, see Supplementary Figure 1 ). As scores on these tasks were strongly correlated, they were averaged to give a single measure of breadth of semantic knowledge.
Semantic control was assessed using a 2 x 2 within-subjects experimental design that manipulated the need for semantic control in two different tasks following 29 . In the first task, participants made semantic decisions based on global semantic association. They were presented with a probe word and asked to select its semantic associate from either two or four alternatives (see Supplementary Figure 1 for examples). The strength of association between the probe and target was manipulated: the associate was either strongly associated with the probe (e.g., town-city) or more weakly associated (e.g., iron-ring). The Weak Association condition was assumed to place greater demands on controlled retrieval of semantic information, because automatic spreading of activation in the semantic network would not be sufficient to identify the correct response 37 . In the second task, participants were asked to select items that matched on particular features. At the beginning of each block, participants were given a feature to attend to (e.g., Colour). On each trial, they were provided with a probe and were asked to select the item that was most similar on the specified feature.
Trials manipulated the semantic congruency of the probe and target. On Congruent trials, the probe and target shared a pre-existing semantic relationship, in addition to matching on the currently relevant feature (e.g., cloud-snow). In contrast, on Incongruent trials the probe and target shared no meaningful relationship, other than matching on the specified feature (e.g., salt-dove). Furthermore, on these trials one of the foils had a strong semantic relationship with the probe, although it did not match on the currently relevant feature (salt-pepper).
Incongruent trials placed high demands on semantic selection processes for two reasons: first, because there was no pre-existing semantic relationship between probe and target to boost activation of the target and second, because the strong but irrelevant relationship between the probe and foil had to be ignored. Speech elicitation task: Samples of speech were elicited under conditions of undivided and divided attention. On speech-only trials, participants were asked to speak for 60 seconds at a time in response to a written prompt (for full list of prompts, see Supplementary Information).
Prompts were designed to probe particular areas of semantic knowledge (e.g., What sort of things do you have to do to look after a dog?). Participants read each prompt on a computer monitor and pressed a key when ready to begin speaking. After 60s, a tone sounded to signal the end of the trial. Participants were instructed to continue speaking until they heard the tone. On dual-task trials, participants were asked to complete an attention-demanding secondary task while speaking 38 . On these trials, a horizontal array of four squares appeared on screen. Every 3s, a red circle appeared in one of the squares and participants pressed a key corresponding to its location. This task was performed continuously throughout the speech elicitation period. Seven speech samples were obtained in the speech-only condition and seven in the dual-task condition. Finally, to obtain a baseline measure of secondary task performance, there were five secondary-only trials where the secondary task was performed without speech for 60s. These trials were interspersed amongst the speech elicitation trials.
Spoken responses were digitally recorded for later transcription. The main dependent variables analysed were computed measures of global and local coherence (GC and LC), as described below. A number of other speech markers were also computed and were included in supplementary analyses (see Supplementary Information for details).
Coherence computations: Measures of local and global coherence were generated using an automated computational linguistic approach. Analyses were implemented in R; the code is publicly available and can easily be applied to new samples (https://osf.io/8atfn/). Our approach used latent semantic analysis (LSA) 39 , one of a number of computational techniques in which patterns of word co-occurrence are used to construct a high-dimensional semantic space.
The LSA method utilises a large corpus of natural language divided into a number of discrete contexts. The corpus is used to generate a co-occurrence matrix registering how often each word appears in each context. Data reduction techniques are then applied to this matrix, with the result that each word is represented as a high-dimensional vector. Words that are used in similar contexts (and are thus assumed to have related meanings) are assigned similar vectors. Word similarities derived in this way are strong predictors of human judgements of semantic relatedness and human performance on a range of tasks 40, 41 .
Importantly, vectors for individual words can be combined linearly to represent the meanings of whole sentences and passages of speech/text 42 . A number of researchers have used this property to generate estimates of coherence for texts or spoken samples based on LSA similarity measures 2, [42] [43] [44] . The present work builds on this approach. The overall strategy we took was to divide each speech sample into smaller windows (of 20 words each) and to use LSA to generate vector representations of the semantic content of each window.
Coherence was assessed by measuring the similarity of the vector for each window with that of the previous window (LC) and with a vector representing the typical semantics of responses to the same prompt (GC). This process is illustrated in Figure 1 .
First, an LSA representation of each participant's response was computed by averaging the LSA vectors of all the words they produced in response to the same prompt (for details of the averaging method and vector space used, see Supplementary Information). These were averaged to give a composite vector that represented the typical semantic content produced in response to that prompt (this step excluded the target response). Next, the target response was analysed using a moving window approach. The target response was divided into windows of 20 words in length. An LSA vector was computed for each window. Local coherence was defined as the cosine similarity of the semantic vector for the current window with that of the previous window. Therefore, in common with other researchers 2,43 , we define LC as the degree to which adjoining utterances convey semantically related content. A low LC value would be obtained if a participant switched abruptly between topics during their response.
Global coherence was defined as similarity of the vector for each window with the composite vector derived from the other participants' responses. Therefore, GC was a measure of how much the target response matched the typical semantic content of responses to that prompt. A low GC value would be obtained if a participant tended to talk about other topics that were semantically unrelated to the topic being probed. Thus, our measure of GC captured the degree to which participants maintained their focus on the topic under discussion, in line with the definition used by other researchers 1, 12 .
Once GC and LC had been calculated, the window moved one word to the right and the process was repeated, until all windows had been assessed. GC and LC values were averaged across windows to give overall values for each response, which were multiplied by 100 for ease of presentation. Examples of responses with high vs. low coherence values are provided in Supplementary Table 2 . The LSA-based coherence measures were validated by comparing them with judgements of coherence provided by human raters for a subset of speech samples (see Supplementary Information for details). There were strong correlations between rated coherence and LSA-based coherence for GC (r = 0.68) and LC (r = 0.37). Test-retest reliability was also high (see Supplementary Information).
Statistical analyses: A series of linear mixed effects models were used to investigate the effects of the experimental manipulations and individual differences in semantic and executive ability on characteristics of speech. The dependent variable in the first analysis was speech rate in words per minute (WPM). This was analysed in a linear mixed model with a 2 x 2 (age group
x task) factorial design. We performed this analysis because previous studies have found that older people speak more slowly than young people and that speech rate is reduced under dual-task conditions 11, 45 . It was important to investigate this possibility in our data as speech rate might have an impact on coherence. For example, participants who spoke very quickly could cover a wider range of topics in 60s, increasing the likelihood that their response would lose coherence. Since we found that speech rate was indeed influenced by both age and task, this variable was included as a covariate in later analyses.
Our main hypotheses were tested with a series of nested models which used GC and LC as dependent variables (in parallel). The first model included age group and task as predictors, as well as speech rate. Next, we added the Trails ratio score as an additional predictor, to test the hypothesis that general executive ability influences coherence. In the final model, we added three semantic task scores as predictors, to test the hypothesis that semantic abilities are an additional important determiner of coherence. The semantic task scores included were:
1. Semantic knowledge: the mean of accuracy on the lexical decision and synonym matching tasks.
2. Semantic selection: accuracy on the Incongruent condition of the feature association task, which required participants to select task-relevant aspects of semantic knowledge and inhibit irrelevant associations.
3. Weak association: accuracy on the Weak Association condition of the global association task, which required controlled retrieval of semantic knowledge to identify less salient semantic relationships.
Next, to establish whether the observed effects were specific to coherence, we investigated whether other characteristics of speech showed similar effects. We computed six measures of the lexical characteristics of the words produced in each speech sample (see Figure 4 and Supplementary Information). Principal components analysis was performed on these (along with the coherence measures) and used to extract four underlying factors, which were promax-rotated. Scores on each of these factors were then analysed using the same series of nested mixed models employed in the main analysis of GC and LC.
Finally, to analyse performance on the concurrent secondary task, we used a linear mixed model with group and task (secondary-only vs. dual-task) as predictors. The dependent variable was RT. We then added GC and LC values to the model as predictors to determine whether coherence was related to secondary task performance. All study data are available online (https://osf.io/8atfn/).
Mixed effects models were constructed and tested using the recommendations of Barr et al. 46 . We specified a maximal random effects structure, including random intercepts for participants and prompts as well as random slopes across participants for the effect of task and random slopes across prompts for task and age group. Continuous predictors were standardised prior to entry in the model. The significance of fixed effects was assessed by comparing the full model with a reduced model that was identical in every respect except for the exclusion of the effect of interest. Likelihood-ratio tests were used to determine whether the inclusion of the effect of interest significantly improved the fit of the model.
Results
Assessments of cognitive and semantic ability: Mean scores on the background cognitive tests are reported in Supplementary Table 1 . Young people were faster to respond in the Trails test and produced more items in category fluency. Older people produced slightly more words in letter fluency, however. There were no group differences in MMSE scores, with all participants scoring at least 26/30.
The full analysis of the semantic tasks is reported in Supplemental Information, with mean scores in each condition presented in Supplementary Figure 2 . The older group scored significantly higher on the vocabulary tests of semantic knowledge, indicating that they had a broader set of verbal semantic information available to them. The manipulation of association strength had similar effects in young and older people, suggesting that the ability to retrieve less salient semantic knowledge was equivalent in the two groups. However, older people showed a larger effect of the congruency manipulation during feature judgements; performing more poorly in the incongruent condition. This indicates that the older group had difficulty in selecting task-relevant semantic knowledge and inhibiting irrelevant associations.
Speech rate: We first considered the effect of our experimental manipulations on rate of speech production (number of words produced per minute). The results are shown in Figure   2A . Mixed effects modelling indicated that speech rate was influenced both by age group (B = -7.74, se = 3.81, p = 0.046), with older participants tending to speak more slowly, and by task (B = -1.93, se = 0.79, p = 0.016), with fewer words produced under dual-task conditions. We therefore included speech rate as a covariate in subsequent analyses, to ensure that effects on coherence were not attributable to this variable. closely linked, as found in previous studies. In the older group, age was negatively correlated with GC (r = -0.64) and LC (r = -0.56).
Next we investigated the effects of our experimental manipulations on the GC of participants' speech. The first model included age group and task as predictors, with speech rate as an additional covariate (see Table 1 for results). Age group was a strong predictor of GC: as predicted, older participants produced markedly less coherent speech than young people (see Figure 2B ). As shown in Table 1 , the dual-task manipulation had no effect on GC.
The interaction between age and task fell just short of statistical significance (p = 0.052). This suggests that there may be a weak tendency for the effect of the task manipulation to be larger in older people. Speech rate was a negative predictor of GC, indicating that participants who spoke more quickly showed a greater tendency to deviate from the topic being probed.
The addition of Trails ratio scores (Model 2) significantly improved the fit of the model (χ 2 (1) = 11.9, p < 0.001). As expected, participants with a smaller ratio of Trails B to A (indicating better executive ability) had higher GC values. However, this was not sufficient to explain the lower GC values of older people: a significant difference between the young and older groups remained. The inclusion of semantic test scores (Model 3) yielded a further improvement in model fit (χ 2 (3) = 10.1, p = 0.018). The estimated effects of the test scores on GC are plotted in Figure 3 . Participants with higher scores on the semantic selection test produced more coherent speech. The effect of Trails ratio was also significant and there was also a tendency for individuals with higher semantic knowledge scores to produce less coherent speech. Weak association task scores were not a significant predictor of GC.
Importantly, there was no remaining effect of age group in this model (see Table 1 ), suggesting that lower levels of GC in older adults can be explained in terms of their lower semantic selection and higher semantic knowledge scores.
LC measurements were subjected to the same sequence of analyses, with broadly similar results (see Table 1 ). The first model revealed an effect of age group with no effect of task and a non-significant interaction (see Figure 2C ). In Model 2, Trails ratio was again a significant predictor of coherence, but a significant age effect remained. In contrast, the age group effect was not significant once semantic scores were included (Model 3). Scores on the semantic selection task were a significant predictor of LC, with participants who performed poorly on this task tending to be less coherent (see Figure 3 ). Predictors of other speech measures: The purpose of this analysis was to establish whether the observed effects of executive and semantic abilities on coherence were specific to this aspect of speech, or whether they would be observed for other characteristics of speech.
Principal components analysis was used to reduce the nine properties of speech into four latent factors, shown in Figure 4A . These were the only factors with eigenvalues greater than one and together they explained 81% of the variance. GC and LC loaded exclusively on Factor 2, confirming that coherence emerged as a discrete characteristic of speech. Factor 1 indexed the use of long, abstract, late-acquired words in speech, so appeared to reflect access to complex vocabulary. High scores on Factor 3 were associated with use of low frequency, concrete nouns that were low in semantic diversity. This factor may reflect the degree to which speech referenced highly specific concepts, so we labelled it semantic specificity. Finally, high scores on Factor 4 were characterised by high type:token ratio and a low proportion of closed-class words, which are indicative of greater lexical diversity.
Scores on each factor were subjected to the same series of mixed effects analyses used for the analysis of GC and LC. The full results of these analyses are shown in Supplementary Table 3 , while the effects of participants' semantic and executive scores on each factor are presented in Figure 4B . The results for Factor 2 (coherence) were the same as previously observed for GC and LC separately: lower coherence was associated with poorer Trails and semantic selection performance but with better semantic knowledge.
Importantly, no other factor showed the same pattern. The only other significant effects were that semantic knowledge was positively correlated with scores on factors 1 (vocabulary) and 4 (lexical diversity), indicating that participants with broader semantic knowledge used a broader and more complex range of vocabulary when speaking. This analysis therefore confirms that the participants' executive and semantic selection abilities had a specific effect on their coherence but not on other aspects of their speech production.
Secondary task performance: Analysis of the secondary manual task is reported in Supplementary Information. In brief, older people had slower RTs and both groups were slower when the task was combined with speaking. Importantly, however, there was no interaction between these factors, indicating that the requirement to perform two tasks affected both groups equally (see Supplementary Figure 3 ). Participants' GC and LC scores did not predict performance on the secondary task, ruling out the possibility of a trade-off between secondary task performance and maintenance of coherence. 
Discussion
The ability to produce coherent speech is critical for effective communication but tends to decline in later life. Here, we investigated cognitive factors that predict this decline, using computational linguistic techniques to quantify the coherence of speech produced by a large group of young and older adults. We replicated previous findings indicating that individuals with greater domain-general executive ability produce more coherent speech, but this effect did not fully account for age differences in coherence. However, when we included semantic abilities as additional predictors of coherence, the age group difference was eliminated. Semantic selection ability emerged as a positive predictor of coherence while breadth of semantic knowledge was a negative predictor. These effects were specific to coherence and not to other characteristics of speech, and were not attributable to differences in speech rate. Our results indicate that older people produce less coherent speech (a) because they are less skilled at selecting the most relevant aspects of semantic knowledge to include in their speech and (b) because they have a larger set of semantic knowledge to select from.
First and foremost, our results establish that the monitoring and control of discourse is influenced by the function of the semantic system, in addition to domain-general executive resources. In particular, we found that the ability to select task-relevant semantic information was a strong predictor of coherence in speech. The task we used to assess this ability is wellestablished as a measure of semantic control e.g., 29, 30, 47 and required participants to attend to specific semantic features of objects while inhibiting strong but irrelevant semantic associations. Our data indicate that similar selection and inhibitory demands are present during the production of discourse. A conversational cue, such as "what's your favourite season?", initially causes a wide range of knowledge to become activated in the semantic system. Some of this information will be useful in answering the question and some less so.
Coherent communication requires the speaker to select the subset of that information which is directly relevant at the current time, while suppressing aspects of knowledge that are activated but less pertinent. These demands grow as the narrative develops and new associations are activated. Of course, the knowledge that drives speech production is not solely semantic in nature -specific episodic memories and more general autobiographical knowledge will often be triggered as well. The prompts used in the present study were designed to elicit general knowledge rather than specific personal experiences. However, episodic and semantic memories are mutually interdependent 48 and it was clear that participants drew on both in generating their responses. It is likely that selection mechanisms for these distinct types of memory are shared to some degree. Indeed, the left mid ventrolateral prefrontal cortex, the brain region most closely associated with semantic selection, responds to selection demands in all three domains 37, 49, 50 .
Another important question is the extent to which the selection processes involved in regulating semantic knowledge overlap or interact with other, domain-general executive functions. This is an area of active debate, with researchers proposing that some aspects of the regulation of semantic knowledge are performed by domain-general systems for competition resolution while others require more specialised neural resources 18, 29, 30, 51 . In this study we employed a single measure of non-semantic executive ability, the Trails test, which is assumed to load on various aspects of executive control including task-switching and inhibition 32-34 . Although this task was a strong predictor of coherence, we found that semantic selection had an additional, independent effect. This indicates that the relationship between coherence and semantic selection cannot simply be attributed to poorer general executive ability. The present data do not permit a more fine-grained parcellation of non-semantic executive functions, however, and this is an important target for future work.
Our results indicate that that both domain-general cognitive control abilities and more specific selection processes make independent contributions to the planning and regulation of speech. However, declines in the ability to select among competing aspects of semantic knowledge appears to be responsible for age-related deficits in speech coherence. In fact, consistent with this conclusion, there is evidence for age-related structural and functional changes to brain regions involved in semantic selection. Selection among competing semantic representations has been linked most strongly with activity in the left mid ventrolateral prefrontal cortex 37, 52 . The lateral prefrontal cortex exhibits the greatest reductions in cortical volume as a function of age 53, 54 . In addition, a recent meta-analysis of 47 functional neuroimaging studies found that older adults activated this region less strongly than young people during semantic processing 31 . Therefore, the idea that older people's lack of coherence is due to reduced efficiency of semantic selection in consistent with age-related changes in the known neural correlates of this ability.
We also found that the breadth of participants' semantic knowledge influenced their coherence. Individuals with a wider range of lexical-semantic knowledge tended to be less coherent. This effect is consistent with the notion that selecting appropriately from activated knowledge is critical to maintaining coherence. This challenge becomes greater the more information one has in one's semantic store, simply because more concepts are likely to be activated in response to a particular cue. Episodic memory studies have reported an analogous effect known as the "fan effect" 55, 56 . These indicate that the more pieces of information one associates with a particular stimulus, the more difficult it is to retrieve a specific piece of information from the set. In a similar vein, our data indicate that being more knowledgeable in itself brings greater challenges in identifying the most relevant aspects of knowledge to use in speech. It is very well-established that older people have greater semantic and general world knowledge, as was the case in our study 26, 27, 57 . This factor, combined with older people's reduced ability to select among activated concepts, both explained their reduced coherence.
It is also worth noting that breadth of semantic knowledge also predicted the use of more sophisticated vocabulary (i.e., more late-acquired, abstract nouns) and greater lexical diversity for a similar result, see 58 . Therefore it appears that quantity of semantic knowledge has diverse effects on the characteristics of speech, unlike semantic selection, which impacts specifically on coherence.
We found that conditions of divided attention had no overall effect on the coherence of speech, in contrast to the findings of Kemper et al. 11 . However, we note that our secondary task appeared less demanding that that used by Kemper and colleagues. Our secondary task produced a reduction in speech rate of around 5 WPM, compared with 20-40 WPM in Kemper et al. Despite this, we did find a non-significant trend (p = 0.056) towards an interaction of dual-task demands with age (for the GC measure). There was a suggestion that the secondary task may have had a small effect on the coherence of older people, while young people appeared unaffected (see Figure 2B ). There remains a possibility therefore that divided attention has a particular detrimental effect on coherence in older adults. This could have important implications for conversations conducted in everyday situations in which speakers may simultaneously be engaged in other activities (e.g., talking while driving, shopping etc.).
Future studies with more demanding concurrent tasks are needed to assess this possibility and its interaction with semantic abilities.
Previous studies have found varying effects of age on coherence, depending on the speech elicitation task used. Typically, narratives elicited from verbal prompts, as in the present study, reveal the greatest decrements in coherence while tasks that elicit speech using visual stimuli, such as picture descriptions or story-telling from comic strips, produce smaller effects 12, 59 . These results fit well with our assertion that the ability to select relevant semantic content is a major determinant of coherence. When a pictured stimulus is used to cue speech, it acts as a source of constraint over semantic activation. Upon analysing the image, knowledge related to the objects and events depicted automatically comes to mind and can be used to drive speech production. If any irrelevant concepts become activated during this process, they can easily be eliminated on the basis that they are not present in the image. In contrast, constructing a response to a brief verbal prompt is a trickier proposition, since a wide range of potentially relevant information may be activated and no external cues are available to guide selection. Of course, the monologues elicited in the present study are a rather extreme example of this phenomenon. In everyday conversational speech, environmental cues are often available to guide the selection of speech content. For instance, a look of confusion from the speaker's interlocutor can indicate when a loss of topic has occurred and a well-timed question could direct the speaker back to the topic in hand. Such cues can only be effective if speakers are sensitive to them, however, and evidence suggests that speakers with poor coherence are also less skilled at interpreting social cues 8 .
Finally, it is important to consider an underlying assumption often made in the literature on coherence: that greater coherence is always a desirable characteristic for speech.
Many situations do require specific information to be communicated quickly and efficiently and in these cases, it is beneficial to be able to provide the most germane information without digression to other topics. For example, there is evidence that individuals who are less coherent in conversation perform poorly at communicating task-related information to a partner in an experimental setting 7 . In other situations, however, a less focused approach to speech may have its advantages. When the goal of a conversation is to entertain, rather than to convey specific information, the ability to shift focus away from the original topic may be beneficial. Indeed, older people are generally considered to produce more enjoyable stories than young people 60 . One notable study collected responses of young and older people to questions about life events and asked judges to rate them on various dimensions 59 . Older people produced more off-topic speech than young people and their narratives were rated as less focused. However, while less coherent speakers were rated as less clear and focused, they were also considered to be more interesting and to have produced better stories. In summary, the ability to communicate coherently is critical in many but not all everyday 
